When it comes to 'hard' data with reference to 'soft' skills in the Malaysian context, there is a dearth of empirically verifiable statistics from an academic standpoint. The common sense belief espoused by the mass media, industry spokespersons and political figures suggest a critical lack of soft skills for many local undergraduates. This has led to other problems, for instance, the inability of local graduates to secure gainful employment and to become important members of their workplace communities. We take up this challenge to study what soft skills really mean to the end-users -technical-technological undergraduates who were completing their tertiary diplomas and preparing to enter the labour market. In addition, we wanted to know what these students feel about their preparation level with reference to acquiring and practising soft skills. Quantitative data were collected using an exit survey that probed two critical soft skill areas as outlined by the Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education: critical thinking and problem solving skill, and also lifelong learning and information management skill. Working with a sample of final semester technical-technological students at a tertiary institution, results from this study revealed a mix of preconceptions regarding soft skills and different levels of preparedness to employ these skills in the labour market, although the participants seem to feel that soft skills are indeed indispensable for them.
Introduction
Malaysia's policy initiative that began approximately in the middle of the last decade (Ministry of Higher Education, Malaysia, 2006) has revealed through many studies which have been conducted on 'soft skills' where the discourse of soft skilling among the Malaysian undergraduates being highly emphasized and it became more prominent in Malaysia.
The soft skilling discourse is twofold: firstly, is it due to the fact that most graduates from Malaysian universities and colleges are ill-equipped to become 'knowledge workers' that can contribute productively to workplace organisations and thus must be retrained to become more effective staff members; and secondly, these graduates are not too productive and effective in their workplaces because somehow along the way they have not acquired all the necessary soft skills from their tertiary studies at their respective universities and colleges. (Adnan, Ilias, Tahir & Ramalingam, 2012) .
Malaysian government has been actively promoting the soft skilling among all Malaysian tertiary students through its Ministry of Higher Education so that the students will be well prepared to enter their working environment. Thus, Malaysian researchers have begun to study on the implications and on-the-ground effects of these efforts at institutional levels.
Studying the Malaysian undergraduates' point of views and opinions based on the incorporation of soft skills in their formal curriculum, Devadason, Subramaniam and Daniel (2010) found that on the whole these students either do not see the importance of soft skills or they are selective in their appreciation of these skills. These scholars strongly believe that existing strategies need to be rectified by Malaysian higher learning institutions so that soft skills will be successfully integrated in curriculum. Based on another study done by Nikitina and Furuoka (2011) , it has been found out that, the expectations of university students were varied and diverse pertaining to soft skills. Not all the soft skills identified by the Ministry of Higher Education are beneficial in the eyes of these students. Yahya et. al ( 2011) found out that teaching and learning approaches such as problem based learning and student centred learning should be more implemented because these approaches allow students to have sufficient platforms to develop their soft skills as they participate actively in the learning process. Based on another research which is done by Yasmin et.al (2012) , it has been mentioned that additional soft skills are required by the undergraduates in order to face the challenges of the competitive job market.
According to a research done by Ong, Sharma & Heskin (2003) , other empirical studies generally work on the assumption that learning and practising soft skills is largely a top-down approach based on a given inventory of skills that must be acquired by tertiary students. Hence, a general inventory of soft skills based on a large intranational comparative study between private and public university students has been introduced by Ministry of Higher Education. (see Abdul Malek, et al., 2012) . Abdullah (2012) mentioned in his study that education institutions should present a well-formed learning experience with enhancing graduate employability as a core constituent where soft skills are embedded in the curriculum process. Nevertheless, can we consider all the skills outlined by the government are beneficial for all the tertiary students across the broad? Are all the skills identified by the Ministry of Higher Education are really related to the needs of the students who will be entering their working environment in future? These are some of the scenarios that this study will explore.
Literature review
As for this section, the notion of soft skills will be explained within a global perspective as the relevant literature review pertaining to Malaysian context has been introduced in the previous section which is introduction. Besides explaining about the definitions of soft skills, this section also considers the fact that not all scholars perceived soft skills as significant to the tertiary students' personal and professional development. Lastly, the notion of soft skills will be connected to the world of ICT and this present research effort.
Roselina (2009) argues that soft skills are quite different as compared to core or hard skills that tertiary students need to acquire and master. Hard skills are very much related to the technical procedures based on the core business of an organisation and they can be administrative. Compared to soft skills, core or hard skills are normally easy to observe and evaluate because they involve specific skill sets related to the particular job position of a worker (Pool & Sewell, 2007) . In comparison, soft skills (sometimes referred to as 'people skills') are on average harder to observe and evaluate. These skills are arguably needed for everyday life as much as they are useful in the workplace; these are skills involved when staff members communicate and interact with each other, cooperate to achieve set tasks, and when they engage in dialogues to provide feedback, solve problems and resolve work-related issues (Rainsbury, Hodges, Burchell & Lay, 2002) .
A very important point has been raised in the earlier paragraph and this should be seriously taken into consideration by all the stakeholders who are involved in the discourse of soft skills -If soft skills are that beneficial for the tertiary students to become efficient and effective staffs in their working organisations, why these are skills are not explicitly taught and trained in workplaces? From a different point of view, why should soft skills be taught and trained in tertiary institutions when in truth they fall under the purview of work organisations? This is due to the fact that universities and colleges should rightly concentrate on the teaching and learning of core or hard skills, necessary skills that will ensure tertiary students might all become successful (future) workers in the world of work). (see Adnan, Ilias, Tahir & Ramalingam , 2012; Naidoo & Jamieson, 2005) . This is, without a doubt, an important point to consider and it has been raised time and again by other scholars who are critical of the soft skilling discourse in tertiary education institutions (Star & Hammer, 2008) . Like many others in the same camp, Atkins (1999) believes that preoccupation with soft/people/generic skills is based merely on the primary assumption that these skills are all transferable to employment contexts. On the contrary, Atkins questions whether these skills should be developed in higher learning institutions rather than in real working environment. Scholars like Atkins believe that based on evidence and hard facts, more attention should be given to these skills after graduation and during the actual workplace induction period rather than focusing on then solely during the pre-graduation stages.
In the world of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT), Al-Mahmooda and Grubaa (2007) find most of these assertions to be applicable. In their study on various Australian universities they suggest that although the development of 'employability skills' (soft skills) begins when students step into these institutions, these skills will only prove to be useful when these students enter the real world of work. Therefore, although these skills might be integrated in some ways in the curriculum they only become relevant and useful based on the perceived needs of students as they prepare to graduate and be inducted into workplace organisations. It is based on these precepts that this present empirical research was conceptualised and operationalised to explore:
What soft skills mean to local technical-technological IT undergraduates who are finishing their diplomas and preparing to enter the labour market. What these students feel and think about their level of preparation with reference to acquiring and practising skills related to critical thinking, problem solving, lifelong learning and information management.
Methodology

Instrument development and verification procedures
Based on the work of Al-Mahmooda and Grubaa (2007) that focuses on ICT students and their acquisition of soft skills through the formal and informal curriculum at tertiary institutions in Australia together with self-report survey instruments employed at the University of Sussex, England to gauge the generic or soft skills of university leavers as they prepare to enter the world of work, a 31-item survey was developed and deployed for this present study. To increase the validity of this present instrument, the research methodologist in the team (Airil) turned to several experts in the area of academic development who are familiar with the soft skilling discourse to comment on the survey and verify or suggest omissions or changes for every item. Altogether four senior educators at a reputable New Zealand university provided their feedback before the final instrument was finalised.
The survey instrument went through rigorous field-testing for usability (by Nurulhayati and Sangeeth) and statistical reliability (by Tahirah). Next, few changes have been implemented to the survey. Firstly, the four aspects of soft skills such as critical thinking, problem solving, lifelong learning and information management were mixed up instead of being kept in their individual segments and the last three items in the survey have been created in order to gain useful insights from the respondents pertaining to their needs and preparedness towards soft skills. Apart from that, the final three items were also translated in Bahasa Malaysia so that the actual meaning of the questions will remain same as these are like short open questions. Lastly, it was decided that at least two researchers to be in charge for the data collection sessions to assist the respondents if they need any further clarification and explanation pertaining to the survey instrument.
Respondent information and instrument administration
A group of final semester technical-technological students from a tertiary college have been chosen to be the respondents for this research. Emphasis has been given to this category of students because we strongly believed that these are the students who need to acquire and master the soft skills such as critical thinking and problem solving skill and also lifelong learning and information management skill. These final semester students will definitely enter the working environment once they have finished their final year studies and thus we have intended to examine the students' various level of readiness towards the soft skills. It is very essential for all these respondents to make sure that they are fully prepared in terms of acquiring and practicing soft skills before they step into the working environment.
Exit surveys have been distributed to all 56 respondents who have randomly selected for this research. Respondents' identities were not revealed since their responses to the survey questions are strictly kept confidential. Two of the researchers were in charge to distribute the surveys to all the respondents. The surveys have been distributed during the students' lecture sessions as the researchers feel this would be the suitable time to administer the surveys. Therefore, the researchers have discussed with the lecturers who are teaching these groups of students to obtain their permission to distribute the surveys to them. The researchers who are in charge were also responsible to assist and explain to the respondents if they need any further clarification pertaining to the survey.
The duration used to carry out the survey is almost one week. The researchers expected to get at least 100 participants but managed to get only 56 respondents. This is due to the several problems encountered by the researchers during the time the surveys were administered. It so happened that the time the survey was carried out is the first week of a new semester. Thus, the researchers encountered some problems especially in gathering for more participants. Students were still in their move-about updating their subjects' registration and due to that, most of them did not turn up in their respective classes.
Data presentation
The data and the findings of the first section of the survey was analyzed and presented using SPSS Version 17.0 whereas the second section of the survey was analyzed qualitatively as this section involves the participants' perception with regard to their needs and preparedness with reference to soft skills. The main findings of this quantitative research were categorized into four important aspects of soft skills namely critical thinking, problem solving, lifelong learning and information management. About seven questions have been prepared related to each aspect so that the researchers can examine to what extent these respondents are ready in terms of all these soft skills.
Reliability of the questionnaire
The questionnaire consisted of 28 test items using a five-point likert scale. The researchers utilized croanbach's a analysis to evaluate the internal consistency of the questionnaire. According to Sekaran (2000) , reliabilities less than 0.6 are considered to be poor, those in the 0.7 range, acceptable, and those over 0.8 good, the closer the reliability coefficient gets to 1.0, the better it is. The consistency of the questionnaire is 0.838 which is considered to be good. With respect of the critical thinking skill shown on Table 1 .0, it is indicated that the respondents have acquired most of the critical thinking abilities as the average point for the most of the items is more than 3.50. Nevertheless, the respondents are need to improve more in terms of differentiating between facts and opinions as well as clarifying their own point of view with others as the table showed less than 3.50 average point for CT2 and CT5. Based on the table 1.1, most of the respondents seemed to have the skill on choosing the best alternative to solve problems as 36 of the respondents chose "Agree" for this particular item. The above table also depicted that most of the respondents have some sort of problem solving skills as the min for the seven items above is between 3.5 to 4.0 and this can be definitely considered as quite high. As shown in Table 1 .2, the average rating in item LL7 was comparatively higher than the other items. This indicated that most of the students have acquired the skill to share and teach other people what they know. However, the average rating for item LL2 was 2.29 which were the lowest in Table 1 .3. This result is indicating that respondents are still lacking in terms of learning in large groups and sharing their opinions with other group members. According to the table 1.4, the average rating for all the seven items pertaining to Information Management skill is quite high. This indicated that the respondents know how to manage and retrieve their information and online record to a certain extent.
Data analysis
This research is intended to investigate to what extent the respondents are well-prepared in terms of acquiring and practising skills related to critical thinking, problem solving, lifelong learning and information management. This also examines about what soft skills mean to the local technical-technological IT undergraduates and what these students feel and think about their level of preparation with reference to the soft skills. Based on the findings of this empirical research, it has been found out that most of the respondents have acquired the soft skills to a certain intensity as the mean value for each and every category of the soft skill is higher than average. Nevertheless, there are few skills that the respondents need to enhance and develop especially the ones related to life-long learning.
Several findings were revealed from the final three items in the questionnaire. Most of the respondents have strongly agreed that acquiring and mastering soft skills is very essential in order to be successful in their job career as an IT professional. Majority of the respondents perceived soft skills such as critical thinking, problem solving, lifelong learning and information management as an additional benefit which lead them to be an excellent worker in future. They agreed that soft skills need to be mastered while they are studying in the higher learning institutions and therefore the elements of soft skills should be embedded in the current curriculum. One of the respondents stated that soft skills are very significant in workplace especially when it comes to interacting with people and responding to others and this is also supported by Rainsbury, Hodges, Burchell & Lay, 2002 . Some other respondents stated:
"Soft skills are very important for us especially when dealing with people…" "Soft skills help us to understand people, interact and react to others…" "In my opinion, soft skills are very significant when it comes to communicating with clients as well as for presentation purposes". " I feel that there are still a lot to learn regarding the soft skills. I am pretty sure that the courses that I'm taking in this institution will assist me in terms of enhancing my soft skills".
Although some of the courses in this institution have exposed the students to a certain extent of these soft skills but the respondents feel that there are still a lot to learn and acquire about soft skills to enable them to perform well in their future careers. Apart from that, the feedbacks provided by the respondents also depicted that most of the students have not acquired enough soft skills from this institution in order to succeed in the working world. Nevertheless, it has been found out that these respondents are realised of the significance of soft skills and how vital it is in a working environment.
Conclusion
Overall, this study has shown that there are different levels of readiness among the respondents although the mass media, industry spokespersons and political figures often report on the lack of 'soft skills' by Malaysian graduates. The results shows an overall level which is slightly beyond average point. It is true that Ministry of Higher Education is trying its level best to integrate various types of soft skills in formal curriculum in most of the higher learning institutions. However, studying the perceptions of these graduating Malaysian private college students on the integration of soft skills in their formal curriculum, we found that on the whole these students selective in their appreciation of these skills. Thus, existing strategies within the teaching -learning dyad need to be rectified so that soft skills will be integrated more successfully in their curriculum.
